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Introduction  
Europe saw great change over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which 
significantly influenced the European development of science and the production of art. The 
dissemination of knowledge grew through the introduction of the printing press. Around 1440 
the printing press, or movable type printing, was invented.1  The movable type printing press 
enabled a much more efficient method for printing and then publishing books. Publishing 
houses opened up all across Europe in which naturalists, zoologists, artists, and collectors could 
have their works published.2 As a result, it became far more efficient to produce, distribute 
knowledge, and ultimately make a name for oneself. In the century following the invention of 
the printing press, the world outside of Europe began to be explored and opened up to trade.3 
With this opening, there was an influx of new and exciting objects that could be studied, 
bought, and copied. These goods were brought to Europe by the explorers who reached Asia 
and the New World. After the discovery of navigable paths to the Americas and Asia, 
merchants also began trading and distributing foreign goods throughout Europe. Among the 
goods that were introduced were foods, plants, animals, textiles, and porcelain. Of course, only 
audiences that had access to these foreign items were the royalty, the rich, merchants, and 
philosophers of nature.4 Most importantly, philosophers of nature would have gained access to 
these goods through patronage, either from a royal house or through artisan workshops. These 
foreign objects were further studied by philosophers of nature who used newly invented optical 
devices. These optical devices were also used to study insects and small animals, creatures 
whose biology had not been studied as deeply before.5 Great interest developed into the lives 
of these small creatures, and thus artists and artisans began making insects and small animals 
the subject of their works. Additionally, they began experimenting with incorporating the 
bodies and/or body parts of small animals and insects into their works. This practice was spread 
across mediums; from oil painting, earthenware, drawing, to metalsmithing. Those practicing 
                                               
1 Eisenstein 1979, p. 303-452. Movable type is printing that uses movable parts, such as letters, numbers, and 
other symbols that can be moved around to modify the elements of a document.  
2 Some of these major centers were Venice, Antwerp, Strasbourg, London, Leiden, Paris, Cologne, and Milan.  
3 Jorink 2010, p. 258. 
4 Meadow 2005, p. 49. The term “philosophers of nature” is used to describe the people who studied nature 
during the early modern European period. They are seen as the precursors to naturalists.  
5 Jorink 2010, p. x.  
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in metalsmithing and earthenware depended upon the method of life-casting to imitate the 
small creatures as best as possible. Oil painters pasted and pinned the wings of butterflies and 
dragonflies into their works to reach a greater sense of realism. One artist even painted the 
bodies of insects and small snakes into the shape of his signature. This movement of insects 
and small animals into the center of works, so much so that their body parts were used, 
demonstrates a great change in the world of science and art of early modern Europe. While the 
depiction of small animals and insects had already occurred before the sixteenth century as 
decorative elements on sculpture and in the margins of manuscripts and natural historical texts, 
the movement of insects and small animals towards becoming their own genre took place 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Attempting to unravel the development of art 
and science of early modern Europe begs the question of how the changing ideas on small 
animals and insects in Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries can be seen in the 
works of artists of the same period, and how did these works influence European naturalist 
views on small animals and insects.  
Works of art that illuminate the changing ideas on small animals and insects were 
oftentimes displayed in Wunderkammern (cabinets of wonder).6 These ground-breaking 
objects were often commissioned for Wunderkammern located across Europe and which 
provided a means for the prestige and wealth of their princely owners to be displayed.7 By 
collecting exotic, wondrous, and sometimes even shocking objects that either imitated nature 
or were directly from it, princely patrons such as Rudolf II and the members of De’Medici 
could demonstrate their vast wealth and connection to the natural world.8 The artists and 
artisans that were commissioned to make works for the cabinets of wonder had to be masters 
of imitating nature. In some way, their works had to take the place of the nature object itself, 
allowing the nature object to be immortalized in metal, clay, watercolor and gouache, or oil. 
The mediums these artists used had much to do with the ways in which insects and small 
animals were immortalized. For those that used clay and metal, the method of life-casting 
proved to be a way to replicate the small creature in a 3D form. The use of oil or watercolor 
and gouache gave the artist a bit more artistic freedom in the composition of the creatures on 
canvas, copper, or paper. One artist depicted the insects and small animals in a forest 
                                               
6 Daston and Park 2001, p. 154. 
7 Meadow 2005, p. 48.  
8 Members of De’Medici that collected objects during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were: Cosimo II 
(1590-1621), Cosimo III (1642-1723), Ferdinando II (1610-1670), and Leopoldo (1617-1675).  
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undergrowth setting, in which the creatures are dynamically posed, engaged in some sort of 
action. Other artists who used oil or watercolor and gouache instead took the creature away 
from its natural setting and simply painted it on a white background. The works in these 
mediums each shed their own light on the changing role of insects and small animals in art and 
science of early modern Europe. There are five artists of the early modern European period 
whose works are masterpieces that made insects and small animals the central subject. Two of 
these artists were Bernard Palissy (1510-1589) and Wenzel Jamnitzer (1507-1585) whose 
works imitated nature through life-casting in clay and metal. The Antwerp artists Joris 
Hoefnagel (1542-1601) and Jan van Kessel I (1626-1679) who worked in watercolor and 
gouache and oil on copper, created paintings that show the creature on a white background 
separated from its natural habitat. The final artist of importance is a Dutch oil painter by the 
name of Otto Marseus van Schrieck (1619-1678), who painted forest floor scenes in which 
butterflies, lizards, snakes, toads, and other small creatures are posed in a dynamic fashion. 
These artists engaged with the study of nature, formed their own theories on their practices and 
the natural world, had connections to nobility, and had their works displayed in 
Wunderkammern. Furthermore, Palissy, Jamnitzer, Hoefnagel, and Van Schrieck either 
published or planned to publish their theories on nature. For example, Bernard Palissy first saw 
what he believed to be a Chinese porcelain cup when a peer showed one to him in 1539.9 From 
then on, he sought to copy its properties through his own work. Otto Marseus van Schrieck had 
access to animals from the New World when he worked in Italy for ten years.10  Joris Hoefnagel 
observed and studied preserved insects and animals, some of were which from abroad and 
painted them away from their natural setting.11 Jan van Kessel I produced oil on copper 
miniature paintings intended to function as labels for cabinet drawers.12  
Each of these artists has been well researched by art historians who have written heavily 
upon the influence of the development of natural science in the early modern period and its 
links to the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century, the opening of the New 
World in the sixteenth century, and the advent of the microscope in the seventeenth century on 
works of art. Several art historians, such as Eric Jorink, Lorraine Daston, Katherine Park, Janice 
Neri, Douglas R. Hildebrecht, Gero Seelig, Thea Vignau-Wilberg, and Pamela Smith, have 
                                               
9 Amico 1996, p. 16.  
10 Seelig 2017, p. 98. 
11 Vignau-Wilberg 2017, p. 14.  
12 Baadj 2016, p. 22.  
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written about this development in their works. The majority of sources are from the past twenty 
years and provide the most up to date evaluations and theories on the topic of science and art 
during the early modern period. However, the most conclusive and extensive research is seen 
in the works of Jorink, Daston, Park, and Smith. Jorink’s research is perhaps the most recent 
but is mainly focused on the study of nature in the Netherlands from the sixteenth through the 
eighteenth century. It does not focus on art specifically, but rather on philosophers of nature, 
their research, and the status of insects in the study of nature. He theorizes that the status of 
insects changed due to the renewed interest in the natural world.13 The interest in the natural 
world is also a topic discussed at length by Daston, Park, and Smith. In their research, Daston 
and Park focus on Wunderkammern as the centers of knowledge of early modern Europe. They 
theorize that it was in these cabinets that the display of objects from nature (naturalia) and 
manmade imitations of nature (artificialia), provided the collectors with a means of instilling 
wonder and curiosity in the viewers. Wunderkammern became the means by which objects 
could disseminate knowledge and renew interest in the natural world. Pamela Smith has 
conducted much research into the work of artisans and artists and their interest in the natural 
world. Overall, Smith argues that artisans and artists harnessed their connection with nature 
through their corporeal practice and experimentation. Using Bernard Palissy, Wenzel 
Jamnitzer, and other artisans as examples, she theorizes that their ability to imitate nature 
through their practices was not only a sign of their artistic abilities, but also of their ability to 
study and experiment with nature itself.14 Studying and replicating nature through art became 
a way for artisans and artists to be as close to the act of the creation of life as possible.   
The creation of life is a common theme amongst the research because it was questioned 
over the seventeenth century by philosophers of nature and even artists. Eric Jorink is not the 
only researcher to have discussed this phenomenon. Researchers with a focus on Otto Marseus 
van Schrieck have also found connections between his works and the creation of life. Douglas 
R. Hildebrecht, Gero Seelig, as well as Jorink establish the connection between Van Schrieck 
and the disproval of the theory of spontaneous generation. Spontaneous generation was the 
theory that small animals and insects were born randomly from decaying biological materials, 
such as meat and flesh. The researchers note that Van Schrieck’s observations of nature led 
him to advise his friend Jan Swammerdam (1637-1680) to investigate the birth of maggots with 
a microscope, leading to the conclusion that they are not born randomly, but from eggs placed 
                                               
13 Jorink 2010, p. 194 -255.  
14 Smith 2004, p. 240. 
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on meat by flies. Being a development during the late seventeenth century, this topic is ignored 
by the other researchers who focus on the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.  
The works of the artists are also discussed at length by art historians, who provide an 
art historical perspective on them. What is common is the absence of a focus on the 
incorporation of body parts of insects and small animals into works of art during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. Thus, this paper aims to shed light on the artists that used the bodies 
of insects and small animals in their works and their connections to the study of nature. Some 
questions that must be answered are how the bodies and body parts of insects and small animals 
were used in works of art and to what extent, if at all, did the artists in question study these 
creatures. Finding the answer to this question should illuminate the connections the artists had 
with philosophers of nature of their time, their own methods for creating their works, and how 
their studies and works may have influenced the study of nature. Fortunately, primary sources 
are available that provide context of the study of nature, artists, and Wunderkammern of the 
early modern period. Unfortunately, research on Wenzel Jamnitzer and Bernard Palissy has 
mostly been written in German or French and not yet been translated into English. This means 
that this research will lean heavily upon the work by Pamela Smith, who wrote about these two 
artists. Chapter One will offer insight into the status of insects and small animals in art and 
studies of nature during the early modern European period. Chapter Two addresses the artists, 
how the changing view on insects and small animals is visible in their works, and the influence 
their works had on philosophers of nature. In shedding light on these works of art, this thesis 
hopes to expose how and why the changing view on insects and small animals is visible in their 
works through their means of the incorporation the bodies of these small creatures in the 
creation of their paintings and life-castings.  
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Chapter One: The status of insects and small animals in early modern Europe 
From the late fifteenth century through the eighteenth century, Europe experienced major 
change in its study of the natural world. Before the late 15th century, insects and small animals 
were regarded as the lowest forms of life. They were not considered important and thus were 
not major subjects of study. Aristotle’s (384 – 322 BC) Historia Animalium (c. 400 BC)  and 
Pliny the Elder’s (23-79 AD) Naturalis Historia (77 AD) used the terms entomon and insecta, 
as umbrella categorical terms to describe small creatures that could wriggle and that had four 
or more legs.15 This meant that not only did insects fall under this category, but also some 
arthropods and reptiles.16 Without having access to technology that would enable a detailed 
and up-close study of the insects and small animals, larvae, pupae, maggots, caterpillars, and 
worms were oftentimes mistaken for each other and there was not a clear understanding of the 
life cycle of different insects. Thus, up until the mid-seventeenth century, philosophers of 
nature fell back on the writings of Aristotle and Pliny to explain these small creatures. 
Aristotle’s writings about insects include detailed descriptions of the behavior of ants, beetles, 
bees, and other creatures, but fail to describe the life cycle stages of egg, larvae, and pupa 
accurately.17 Unsurprisingly, from Aristotle up until the mid-seventeenth century intellectuals 
misunderstood the birth of insects and small animals and used the theory of spontaneous 
generation to explain, for example, why maggots may appear on rotting meat. Spontaneous 
generation was the theory that damp, dark, and decaying material made the birth of insects and 
small animals possible. As a result, small animals and insects that were thought to be born by 
means of spontaneous generation were considered to be from the lowest reaches of the natural 
world. Intellectuals did pay attention to insects and small animals in their writings but still 
referred to them as the lowest form of life on Earth. Even so, they often referred to them as 
being just as wondrous as God’s larger creatures.18  
Insects took on religious symbolism with the advent of Christianity in Europe. The 
Christian book of Exodus from the Bible, describes the punishment of Egypt, in which Yahweh 
sent a plague of horseflies, locusts, and mosquitoes to destroy their crops and swarm their 
                                               
15 Jorink 2010, p. 184-185.  
16 Idem, p. 184. 
17 Aristotle, Historia animalium, 487 a 32–33; 523 b 13–14.  
18 Jorink 2010, p. 185. 
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lands.19 The plague of locusts were also referenced in the book of Joel representing an 
announcement of the Day of the Lord.20 Insects are also mentioned in other passages which 
describe that lice, bees, and spiders were tools of the Lord to encourage respect and devotion.21  
Even though ancient philosophers of nature studied insects and devoted some of their 
writings to describe them, making insects and small animals the main subject of art works was 
not normal practice. Instead, they were often located on the margins of paintings and 
manuscript illuminations and as decorative elements on sculptures. Folio 29r (Figure 1) from 
The Book of Hours of Joanna I of Castille for example, shows the scene of the Crucifixion of 
Jesus with Mary praying up to him on the cross. Surrounding the image is a border consisting 
of garlands, a moth, two butterflies, and a spider. They serve as the typical biblical symbolism 
seen in other manuscripts from the same period.  
 
Figure 1 Gerard Horenbout, Folio 29r from the Book of Hours of Joanna I of Castille, 1500. 
                                               
19 Exodus 8-10:21 
20 Joel 1:2-2:11.  
21 Passages describing this can be found in Exodus, Joel, and Proverbs from the Bible.  
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Insects were used as symbols to add further depth to works of art, especially in manuscripts. In 
Folio 29r, the butterflies represent the transience of life and the black spider represents 
piousness.22 Butterflies were and still are considered deeply religious symbols that represent 
the resurrection of Jesus and the transience of life. Their symbolism has its origins in the nature 
of its birth by means of bursting from a cocoon, the very place where it was believed the 
caterpillar died to give life to the butterfly.23 Spiders are described in the Bible as being an 
instrument of God to encourage respect and piety due to their nature of weaving webs which 
from a human perspective seemed to serve no purpose.24 Weaving webs became a metaphor 
for the wasting of time which was symbolic for Christians who do not worship God.  Other 
insects, such as the beehive and its bees, represented a perfect society because the workers, 
guards, and king have their own place and job.25 However, after the opening up of the new 
world, invention of the printing press, and invention of the microscope during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, insects sprang from the margins to the centers of study and art and 
became their own independent pictorial subject. Only five years after the Book of Hours of 
Joanna I of Castille’s conception, Albrecht Durer’s watercolour of a stag beetle from 1505 
marks the beginning of the shift of insects and small animals from the margins to the center of 
works of art (Figure 2). 26 
                                               
22 Jorink 2010, p. 188.  
23 Ibidem.  
24 Job 8:14. Spiders and their webs are used often as descriptors for fragile thought and reasoning. In Job 8:14, 
“what they trust in is fragile; what they rely on is a spider’s web”.  
25 Before the widespread use of the optical devices philosophers of nature called what is in modern times the 
“queen” bee, a “king” bee.  
26 Neri 2011, p. xi.  
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Figure 2 Albrecht Dürer, Stag beetle, 1505. 
The art historian Janice Neri states in her book, The Insect and the Image (2011), that “the 
visual technique of presenting an isolated object against a blank background was the foundation 
of the sixteenth century nature study”.27 Shown away from its natural habitat by being 
presented on an undecorated backdrop, Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528), a Nuremberg 
draughtsman and painter, makes the insect the subject of this watercolour and gouache artwork. 
Dürer even included the shadow of the beetle which creates greater depth and attempts to make 
it appear that the beetle is on the page standing before the audiences’ eyes. Stag Beetle is a 
                                               
27 Neri 2011, p. xii. 
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good example of how artists attempted to imitate nature within their works. By creating works 
that are as close to nature as possible, the works could better communicate the study of nature.   
What is evident over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is the 
increasing blurring of the line between nature and art. Art objects essentially became nature 
objects. The ancient concept of the opposition between art and nature is the idea that art can 
never replicate the perfection of nature, even through extensive study and practice. However, 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw a great intermingling between experts in different 
fields of study. Philosophers of nature consulted with artists that were experts on their subjects, 
insects and small animals. Artists and philosophers of nature wrote treatises on their work and 
findings in books that were published, copied, and disseminated across Europe. Bernard Palissy 
famously gave lectures on his theories of the natural world. Wenzel Jamnitzer wrote a book 
about the elements of the world and how they are used to interpret nature. Joris Hoefnagel 
created his Four Elements (1575-1604), a book filled with paintings of animals and insects 
acting as an archive of the world, destined for the Wunderkammer of Rudolf II.  Van Schrieck 
prepared his own manuscript on the animal world but died before it was able to be published.28 
These artists sold their works and to some extent their knowledge to collectors such as Rudolf 
II (1552-1612), Albrecht V (1528-1579), the Medici of Florence, French nobles, and even 
Francis Bacon (1561-1626), the supposed father of modern science. During the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries there was a great intermingling of those that studied nature, those that 
represented it through art, those that collected it, and those that combined their artistic skill 
with the study of nature.  
Overall, the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw artisans and artists engaging with 
the new natural philosophy, or the study of nature. They created and used lenses to see insects, 
animals, and objects in greater detail, created tools to craft, and ultimately created artworks to 
imitate the natural world. They sought to spread their knowledge by writing and publishing 
treatises arguing that by directly studying, imitating, and reproducing nature, they were in touch 
with the power of God, and could be directly engaged with the natural world. They argued that 
knowledge was acquired through the physical engagement with nature; experimentation was a 
way of knowing. Alchemists also sought knowledge by the same means. The observation and 
engagement with nature itself provided the greatest foundation for knowledge. 
                                               
28 Seelig 2017, p. 31. 
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The objects depicting insects and small animals that will be discussed in Chapter 2 were 
part of a series of collections that were originally on display in Wunderkammern (Cabinets of 
Wonder) owned by princely collectors, such as Rudolf II, Albrecht V, and members of 
De’Medici. These cabinets were not only microcosms, in which the macrocosm of nature of 
the world could be viewed, but also centers of knowledge and the creation of knowledge. The 
Wunderkammer was the site in which the ancient boundary between nature and art disappeared, 
and its objects of wonder bore the closest semblances between the two.29 Objects displayed in 
Wunderkammern evoked wonderment and curiosity where the wonders of art and mysteries of 
nature could come together as one. Art on display in cabinets of wonder was an imitation of 
nature that upon perfection by artisans could even surpass nature in its ability to be studied. 30 
Objects of nature were made indestructible, whether it be through their depiction in painting or 
drawing, casting from life, or even incorporation into the works themselves. It was the goal of 
artists and artisans that created trompe l’oeil paintings, drawings, and life-casts for 
Wunderkammern to copy and imitate nature so expertly that is resulted in the deception of 
visitors. 31  
A primary example of the organization and collection of objects for Wunderkammern 
is available through the first-hand accounts of Samuel Quiccheberg (1529-67). He was a 
sixteenth century art advisor to Duke Albrecht V (1528-79) and is regarded as the first theorist 
to publish a treatise on museums.32 Published in 1565, the Inscriptiones vel tituli theatric 
amplissimi, is a sort of manual for creating a well-organized and impressive Wunderkammer.33 
In fact, it is a plan for an encyclopedic museum which Quiccheberg referred to as a teatro 
(theatre). His work is a plan for the building of an idealized teatro of wondrous objects.34 A 
review and study of this work provides insight into the mind of the early modern European 
collector and amasser of art, nature, and objects of curiosity. In his treatise, Quiccheberg argues 
that the Wunderkammer is not only a place of entertainment for the aristocracy or a showcase 
                                               
29 Daston and Park 2001, p. 296. 
30 Idem, p. 272-276. 
31 Idem, p. 281. 
32 Meadow 2005, p. 48. 
33 Ibidem. This work has been translated into English by Mark A. Meadow.  This treatise functioned as a sort of 
job application for Quiccheberg, which helped Quiccheberg become the collection manager for Albrecht V.  
34 Kuwakino 2013, p. 304 -306. Quiccheberg was inspired by the writings of Giulio Camillo (1480-1544), who 
posited a theoretical “memory theatre”, what Quiccheberg referred to as a museo. 
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of the owner’s magnificence as a collector, but rather a place in which research and 
experimentation can be conducted for the development of the state’s culture, religion, and 
scientific practice. It is necessary to bear in mind that Quiccheberg’s work was intended for a 
princely audience to stimulate the act of collecting and displaying objects.35 The act of 
collecting was a private activity, one between collector/patron, collection manager, and those 
that created the objects. The treatise was a how-to guide on the practice of collecting and 
creating a teatro or Wunderkammer that could instill wonder and curiosity in its audience and 
at the same time magnify the supremacy of its owner. Quiccheberg forms the notion that an 
idealized form of museum is round in design and can be classed as a teatro.36 His theory 
described types of objects that were put on display and their creators, from which he argues 
that the Wunderkammer is just one element of a series of workshops that existed in the early 
modern period. Ordering system I, created by historian Mark Meadow uses contemporary 
terms to describe Quiccheberg’s divisions of the theatre of objects. Meadow’s tables make 
Quiccheberg’s divisions clearer (Figure 3).37  Ordering System 1 (Figure 3) is an organizational 
chart of the different workshops that Quiccheberg describes and categorizes.  
                                               
35 Meadow 2005, p.1.  
36 Kuwakino 2013, p. 306.  
37 The Ordering System was a table produced by Mark Meadow. Quiccheberg’s treatise does not contain tables 
such as this, but is divided into sections denoted by Division 1, Division 2, etc.  
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Figure 3 Mark A. Meadow, Samuel Quiccheberg's ordering system I 
 
Central to his divisions is the Wunderkammer, from which the tools, knowledge, and creators 
required for the creation of naturalia and artificialia are connected. The general tools, 
knowledge, and creators all belong to different workshops and centers of learning that are 
named in the bottom branches. Examples include the foundry and mint, chapel, printing 
workshop, and even a music room. Quiccheberg’s divisions of the teatro provided collectors 
with the ability to understand from where they could acquire or commission the objects they 
desired for their Wunderkammer and how they could build and organize them to achieve a 
major level of magnificence in their collection. Furthermore, major princely collections, 
especially in Germany under the Habsburg dynasty, were conceived in part with the idea of 
magnificence, to display the wealth, knowledge, and supremacy of the collector over the order 
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of nature and art.38 It was also considered important to maintain orderly spaces to form the 
foundation for the organization of knowledge.39  
Artificialia and naturalia are some of the types of objects that princely collectors desired 
for their Wunderkammern. Artificialia are manmade objects that in many circumstances mimic 
or copy objects, animals, or insects only found in nature. Naturalia objects are the actual objects 
from nature, which could be bones, skeletons, or dried and preserved bodies of animals. 
Oftentimes, artificialia and naturalia would be displayed side by side to evoke reactions of 
wonder, shock, and sometimes even horror. The works of art that display the changing ideas 
on small animals and insects that are discussed in Chapter Two were all on display in some 
sort of cabinet of wonder. The Wunderkammer to which the objects belonged are important in 
understanding the nature of knowledge transmission during the early modern period. Since the 
collection of artificialia and naturalia had become desirable for princely collectors, cabinets of 
wonder essentially became sites of learning and the dissemination of knowledge. Additionally, 
the Wunderkammer became an archival site that represented the knowledge, history, and 
natural history of its region. Various German courts of the sixteenth century promoted the 
investigation of science, nature, and mechanics.40 Samuel Quiccheberg’s treatise on 
Wunderkammern not only illuminates the importance of specific types of collections and by 
whom they are created but also how collections served as an archive for their region but also 
as sites of learning and knowledge.  
 
                                               
38 Kauffman 1993, p. 177. 
39 Kuwakino 2013, p. 303. 
40 Kauffman 1993, p. 188. 
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Chapter Two: Small animals and insects on display in nature and Wunderkammern 
Bernard Palissy, Wenzel Jamnitzer, Joris Hoefnagel, Jan van Kessel and Otto Marseus van 
Schrieck were all European artists that made insects and small animals the subjects of their 
works but also went as far as to use the bodies and parts of the bodies of the animals and insects 
in the works. This chapter will weave a path through a somewhat confusing period of European 
history in which, as described in Chapter One, the study of nature shifted from almost non-
existence in the margins of works towards the center of European cabinets of wonder. The 
artists and artisans that produced works for these collections worked in different mediums and 
times. The life casters Palissy and Jamnitzer concerned themselves with the transformation of 
materials into everlasting works of art that almost perfectly mimic nature itself. Their life 
casting techniques involved the sacrifice of the body of the animal itself, in order to achieve 
imitation in metal and earthenware. The methods of producing their works not only innovated 
their respective mediums, but also helped pave the way for other artists to depict the same 
subject matter in their works. Joris Hoefnagel, who lived and worked at a time between the life 
casters and van Schrieck and van Kessel, serves as an important launching point for the major 
change of scientific study and practice of the seventeenth century. Hoefnagel was a 
draughtsman and painter, whose topographical works gave him the experience and ability to 
depict minute but important details of the natural subjects he chose. His concept of the elements 
of the world, perhaps instigated through his patron Rudolf II, made insects the very heart of 
creation of that time period, the element of fire (ignis). Hoefnagel’s style of painting and 
drawing by depicting the subject on a white background rather than one that evokes its natural 
setting gives the illusion of the insect living in front of the audience’s very eyes. By taking the 
wings of dragonflies and butterflies and pasting them into his works, the audience is nearly 
tricked into believing that the insect is right there in front of them. Hoefnagel’s inclusion of the 
actual wings of insects and making the insect the subject and object is what is theorized to have 
instigated the beginning of Northern still life paintings.41  
One such type of still life is known as the sottobosco (undergrowth) and was invented 
by Otto Marseus van Schrieck in the mid seventeenth century.42 Van Schrieck’s works were a 
                                               
41 Kauffman 1993, p. 15.  
42 The exact date of this is unknown, but is discussed by historians such as Eric Jorink, Douglas R. Hildebrecht, 
and Gero Seelig, who theorize that Otto Marseus van Schrieck developed this style over his time in Italy from 
the years 1648-1657 and continued to produce works of this genre until his death in 1678 in Amsterdam. 
  15 
combination of the arrangement of setting, subject, and action. His placement of snakes, 
butterflies, lizards and other small creatures gave the impression of intense and violent action 
between the species. The arrangement and setting of his paintings are not necessarily as close 
to life as possible, however the animals that he painted are, seeing as he, just like Hoefnagel, 
would paste the wings of butterflies into his paintings. His dynamic oil paintings were collected 
by Cosimo III De’Medici and members of the Habsburg dynasty. Lastly, Jan van Kessel, who 
rose to prominence during the end of the seventeenth century, marks the full adoption of the 
use of small animals and insects as a way of representing himself in his works. As discussed in 
Chapter One, spontaneous generation was a theory that led to the general European opinion 
that considered insects and small animals like snakes to be the lowest form of life. Thus, van 
Kessel’s work exemplifies the shift in appreciation towards small animals and insects of the 
early modern period. He used creativity, wit, and his mastery in the study of nature to paint 
insects. His oil on copper close to life paintings of insects and small animals were attached to 
the front of drawers full of dried natural specimens. This chapter will seek to prove that the 
artists of focus for this thesis are all linked, either through their beliefs, methods, patrons, but 
most importantly for their incorporation of the bodies of small animals and insects into their 
works.  
Metal and clay as a way of imitating nature 
Bernard Palissy and Wenzel Jamnitzer used life casting to innovate the way scenes from 
nature could be displayed through metal and earthenware. They both believed in the concept 
of nature being the God given primary source of knowledge that could be gained through 
practice and experimentation. They both cast from life; a method that involved submerging the 
animal in vinegar or urine in a bottle, shaking the bottle to kill it, posing it in a manner true to 
nature by connecting it with threads attached to a clay base, painting it with a thin sand and 
plaster solution, and then firing it in a kiln, in which the animal inside would be burned out 
completely, leaving a hollow plaster mold. 43  Casting from life is a method that has been used 
since at least 70-50 BC by the Romans.44 The life casting technique used by Palissy and 
Jamnitzer enabled the animals to be recreated as close to life as possible, thus making them 
                                               
43 Smith 2010, p. 75.  
44 Ecker, 2015. During the Roman period life casting was used for the creation of “death masks”.  
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very close imitations of nature.45 In fact, artisans and historians have not been able to replicate 
the detailed and close to life work that Jamnitzer and Palissy produced.46 To achieve such close 
to life works out of metal and clay, life casters had to master the practice of collecting and 
preserving the bodies of small animals and insects. To do so required an understanding of these 
creatures and their habitats.  
Porcelain and earthenware works of art became important mediums for collectors 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Palissyware, as it is known today, is the result 
of a combination of the knowledge and high-quality artisanship of Bernard Palissy, whose 
introduction to white Chinese porcelain certainly pushed him to perfect the production of 
earthenware works of art. His knowledge of nature did not derive from study in 
Wunderkammern, but rather from his own personal relationship with the marshes of the 
Saintonge region of France. Overall, Palissy was a man who embodied intellectual curiosity 
which helped him pursue his artisanal skills and enhance his spirituality as a Protestant. He 
was not educated in Latin or Greek but was trained in practical sciences that included geometry 
and surveying. He became a draughtsman, glass painter, painter, land-surveyor, and 
mapmaker.47 Not much is known of his travels up until the year 1540, but what can be surmised 
from his writings and the dialect he uses is that he certainly lived in southwestern France.48 By 
1540 he moved to and settled in Saintes (the capital of the former region of Saintonge). It is 
where he began to study natural philosophy, religion, and took his first interest in ceramics. In 
Saintes, Palissy formed most of his opinions regarding nature. The islands of Saintonge 
provided a perfect ground for experimentation and study. The tide of the islands provided a 
                                               
45 Smith 2004, p. 59. Pamela Smith uses the term, “extremely naturalistic”, in her book. In some cases this is a 
controversial term because it is hard to define completely what naturalism is, and that term itself has been used 
to describe movements of art.  
46 However, a project was recently launched by the historian Pamela Smith, a major source for this thesis. This 
project follows the instructions from BnF Ms. Fr. 640, a French manuscript published in 1580 with handwritten 
detailed instructions on the life casting process. Her project can be found at: 
http://www.makingandknowing.org/?page_id=23  
The full manuscript is available digitally online at: 
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10500001g/f13.image.r=fr 
47 Perhaps even a glassmaker according to Amico.  
48 Amico 1996, p. 15. Amico goes into more detail about his travels etc. Dialects from his writings include that 
of Saintonge, south of Garonne during his youth, easte of the Landes and Basque country, west of Toulouse, he 
provides geographical information about Bearn, Tarbes and Bigorre.  
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natural collection of rocks, shells, sea life, and sand. He commented heavily on the 
transformative nature of the islands because as the tides changed, he could cross over onto 
different islands when a strip of land appeared. 49 It was also in Saintes that he began surveying 
salt marshes for the French Crown and thus began forming his ideas that later became his 
Discours admirables.50 When a salt tax was imposed on Saintonge in 1543, Palissy secured the 
job of surveying the salt marshes with a heavy focus on the island of Marennes.51 This survey 
enabled Palissy to study the salt marshes and their nature even more. Thus, his life was deeply 
engrained with nature itself and nature’s generative powers. Palissy’s work experience had an 
enormous influence on the ceramic grotto scenes he produced which made frogs, snakes, 
crustaceans, lizards, and fish the central subject. One could say that his work and life were 
intertwined and completely dependent upon one another.  
A treatise, known today as MS. Fr.640, was distributed from 1570 through 1594 by an 
anonymous French metalsmith describing techniques for making life casts of small animals 
and insects.52 Based on Palissy’s allusions to his methods for life casting, one can assume that 
his method was similar to the one written about in the treatise from 1570. He was the first 
ceramicist to use life-casting as a technique for producing his works.53 Palissy would have 
collected the animals he wished to make casts out of from nature around his home. He generally 
looked to caves, ponds, and small lakes for inspiration because he believed they were sites of 
generation. He thought that these sites produced species through the “putrefaction of organic 
bodies followed by congelation of various salts, waters, and minerals”.54 The direct imitation 
of nature visible in his ceramics are illustrative of his own theories on the generational power 
of ponds and grottoes. His choice to display frogs, snakes, lizards, and crustaceans are a direct 
result of his idea on putrefaction and congelation, that is, the creation of animals through 
decomposition (putrefaction) and the solidification of liquified substances (congelation). 55 
Palissy described how artificial fountains and basins improved upon natural ones because, “one 
                                               
49 Palissy 1580, p. 336-337. 
50 Amico 1996, p. 16-17.  
51 This island is no longer an island, it is now attached to the mainland of France.  
52 Known as MS. Fr. 640, Pamela Smith has launched a digital version online and begun researching and 
attempting to replicate its instructions on life casting turtles, snakes, shrimp, lizards, and frogs.  
53 http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O85883/dish-palissy-bernard/ 
54 Shell 2005, p. 10. 
55 Shell 2005, p. 10.  
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has helped nature, just as to sow grain, to prune and labour in the vineyards is nothing else but 
helping nature”. 56  He aimed to capture signs of nature’s power through his pottery. It took 
Palissy many years of practice and experimentation to accomplish this level of craftmanship. 
After seeing a white porcelain cup in 1540, Palissy sought to recreate the white glaze effect by 
his own hand. Over a period of fifteen years, he labored intensively, even subjecting his family 
to poverty.57 He never truly accomplished copying the white porcelain cup, but instead 
invented his own method, now known as “Palissyware”, or rustic pottery.58 Around 1546 
Palissy managed to produce ceramics that were good enough to impress the nobility. He gained 
patronage with Anne de Montmorency (1493-1567) a French diplomat, soldier, and statesman, 
who moved him to Paris in 1548 under the protection of Catherine de’ Medici (1519-1589). It 
took him until 1555 to perfect his method and to produce his first perfected rustic basin.  
Even though his life-casting technique for ceramics was innovative, it is possible that 
his basins were inspired by Italian basins from the fifteenth century. It is true that fountains 
and basins like the ones Palissy created already existed in Italy as early as the fifteenth century. 
However, they were not created by casting from life. Examples of these can be found in the 
Italian regions of Tuscany, Umbria, and at the Abruzzi.59 One historian theorizes that Palissy 
read the 1546 French translation of Francesco Colonna’s Songe de Poliphile (1499). This book 
is a romance that through its narration describes a ceramic fountain whose basin decorated with 
fish that appear to be fishing once water is added. In Palissy’s Discours admirables, the artist 
describes the grotto he planned to create for Anne du Montmorency in a very similar manner, 
almost word for word a copy of the description in Songe de Poliphile.60 This theory is 
interesting but perhaps it is just coincidence that Palissy’s description is so similar to that of 
Songe de Poliphile. The ceramic grotto that Palissy was meant to produce for Anne du 
Montmorency was a means of communicating natural philosophical knowledge through a 
didactic experience. It was knowledge defined by his own understanding of artisanship and the 
acquisition of natural knowledge.  Upon completing his first basin, Anne de Montmorency 
                                               
56 Daston and Park 2001, p. 264.  
57 Famously, he even had to burn his home’s furniture in order to operate the kiln, because he didn’t have 
enough money to even buy wood.  
58 Shell 2005, p. 6.  
59 Idem, p. 97 
60 Amico 1996, p. 96. 
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presented it to Henri II (1519-1559) in 1556. Henri II complimented it on its exquisiteness and 
skill.61  
The generative powers of nature are visible in his ceramics. It is imperative to look at 
them with an understanding of Palissy as a scientist, artisan, and innovator. His Oval dish from 
1565-85 is made up of small animals and crustaceans that have taken center stage (Figure 4).  
 
 
Figure 4 Bernard Palissy, Oval basin, 1565-85. 
Completed sometime between 1565 and 1585, this earthenware basin with lead colored glazes 
can be considered one of Palissy’s masterpieces that became a direct imitation of the marshes 
he studied. It is representative of the other works he produced, which were also scenes of marsh 
nature like this one.  It is believed that this oval basin would have been produced at his 
workshop in Paris in the Tuileries garden where he had been commissioned to build and create 
a ceramic grotto for Anne de Montmorency, but never completed it. It would have been filled 
with oval basins, fountains, and other earthenware pieces like this one.62 Common amongst all 
his known ceramics is the detailed and almost life-like depiction of grottoes and marshes. On 
the Oval Dish, (Figure 4) a light-brown water snake seemingly slithers around a number of 
                                               
61 Amico 1996, p. 24 
62 Idem, p. 53.  
  20 
white shells. Surrounding the snake are grey and brown crustaceans, fish, green lizards, orange 
and white shells, and green vegetation. All of these animals and plants jut out of a bumpy, blue 
and almost water-like background. It is as though the viewer is looking at a scene of the grotto 
or marsh itself. Basins like his one would have been filled with water and would have made 
the life-cast creatures appear to be living in the dish itself. Palissy produced these types of 
basins and plates for his entire life. He would create rocks to be the foundation for the basin, 
and then he would stage aquatic and amphibious creatures made of clay on top. To produce the 
life-like creatures, Palissy would use the life-casting process.63 He did not reveal his exact 
methods for life casting, however he did allude to them in his writings. 64  
The influence of his Oval Basin (Figure 4) and other similar works is visible through 
the lectures he gave during his time in Paris. Palissy’s connections clearly ran high in the 
French nobility. He was granted royal protection around 1563 and set up a workshop in the 
Tuileries gardens near the site of royal palace of the Louvre. He lived and worked in Paris for 
up to 25 years and remained under the protection of Catherine de Medici. In the Tuileries 
gardens he was able to fully develop his theories and ideas on nature and the place of nature in 
the world and began to formulate arguments against ancient theories. His disproval of theories 
and lectures were published as the Discours admirables, in 1580. These writings were a result 
of what Palissy established called the “little academy” in Sedan in 1575, where he would give 
lectures challenging theories of ancient and modern physicians, alchemists, and philosophers. 
He advertised himself by hanging up posters in Paris and charged an admission fee of one 
French crown and promised to return it fourfold to whomever rebutted his ideas. 65 In the book, 
Palissy placed the characters of practice and theory and posed them against each other. He 
theorized that practice is superior to theory. To prove this, Palissy wrote that he would promise 
to satisfy the three senses; sight, touch, and hearing. Sight and touch are satisfied through 
specimens in cabinets of curiosities. He used his cabinet of curiosity which was open to the 
public to give his lectures and to provide demonstrations of his theories.  Hearing is satisfied 
through lectures and debate between theory and practice.66 He then would give lectures on the 
properties of water from rivers, fountains, and wells, metals and alchemy, the qualities of ice, 
                                               
63 Shell 2005, p. 7. 
64 Idem, p. 15 
65 Idem, p. 42. 
66 Idem, p. 17 
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gold, salt, stone, marl, mithridate, and clay. Palissy based his lectures on these subjects from 
his own experimentation and observation of nature. Palissy presented his theory that the Earth 
can be divided into five parts.67 Of these five parts, most important is the incorporation of God 
being the creator and the determiner of the systems of Earth. Palissy believed that Earth has a 
fixed quantity of natural substances that are in a constant flux of change due to the warm and 
dark “womb of the Earth”. He argued that living things, rocks, minerals, and metals are all born 
from the generative waters and warm putrefying material. Palissy’s ceramic grotto scenes 
which incorporated the physical bodies of small animals and crustaceans are an ode to the 
generative waters of ponds, caves, and marshes from the Godly Earth that he witnessed in 
southwestern France.  
The Discours admirables drew in an audience made up of naturalists, surgeons, 
physicians, practitioners, and even highly possibly Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and Ambroise 
Paré (1510-1590).68 Palissy used his collection of fossils and rocks but also his earthenware 
works to demonstrate that his written theories are proven by the bodily senses when 
experiencing these objects. Gaining access to Palissy’s dynamic lectures was expensive but 
open to the public. His main arguments were that fossils were the remains of organisms that 
were once alive, but were not the result of the biblical flood, a commonly held religious belief 
surrounding fossils. Palissy argued that fossils were created from the process of minerals 
dissolving into water to make “congelative water”, which upon precipitation would petrify 
organisms. To prove this theory, Palissy drew upon his own practice to serve as example. He 
would incorporate the works he created but also fossils he had found into his lectures. Even by 
just being on view, the audience would have interpreted the works “archive-ecology”.69 The 
animals found themselves trapped in time, forever observable and studied for their wonders.  
Palissy’s lectures apparently drew large crowds who were willing to pay the fee of one 
French crown to gain access on the hope that they could refute Palissy’s claims and win the 
total number of French crowns paid to get in that day. Palissy, so confident in his theories but 
                                               
67 Amico 1996, p. 43-44. These parts are: Earth’s natural phenomena function independently from all other 
celestial bodies, earth is bound by a rule established by God that is unbreakable by human beings, the elements 
of Earth are a fixed quantity but are also in a constant state of flux (the formation of mountains and valleys), the 
locus for the flux of the Earth is the womb of the Earth which is moist and warm, and lastly that all rocks, 
minerals, and metals are formed from generative water sources.  
68 Smith 2004, p. 102.  
69 Andrews 2015, p. 286.  
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also inherently interested in learning new things, advertised his lectures as being an opportunity 
to make money if the attendee could refute his concepts on nature. There is not any direct 
evidence of whether or not Palissy’s ideas were refuted by any members of his audience. 
However, it is known that the audience of Palissy’s lectures was made up of the most educated 
and influential scholars in Paris.70 Palissy’s works influenced his contemporaries in ways 
different than what he intended. Two notable philosophers of nature that Palissy met with are 
Francis Bacon and Ambroise Pare.71 It is speculated and probable that Francis Bacon visited 
several of Palissy’s lectures in Paris and was inspired by the arguments that Palissy made for 
using practice and experiment to learn, leading to Bacon’s famous writings on the scientific 
method.72 Ambroise Paré, court physician and surgeon to a number of French princes, also 
visited and surely drew inspiration upon the practice that Palissy so heavily applauded. 
However, neither of these highly esteemed visitors show evidence of being influenced when it 
comes to the changing ideas on small animals and insects. In fact, there is no definitive 
evidence that Palissy’s contemporaries were necessarily influenced by his works in a naturalist 
way. Rather, one can argue that Palissy’s works upheld and continued the new practice of 
making small animals and insects their own subject. Palissy still seemed to advocate for 
spontaneous generation, but most likely as a result for not yet having access to the technology 
to study the lives of small animals and insects up close.  
While Bernard Palissy was a master of clay, Wenzel Jamnitzer was a master of metal. 
Jamnitzer was born in 1508 in Vienna to a family of goldsmiths. By 1534 Jamnitzer, his father, 
and his brother Albrecht (d. 1555) had moved to Nuremberg to expand their metalsmithing 
business. By the age of 26 Jamnitzer had become a master goldsmith and began to receive 
recognition for his work. Throughout his life he was a goldsmith juror, was made the master 
of the Nuremberg mint, represented the goldsmiths’ guild to the Nuremberg city council, and 
was elected the city alderman.73 Jamnitzer was the most influential and preeminent goldsmith 
of his generation in Nuremberg. He perfected life-casting in gold and silver, a feat that few 
metalsmiths accomplished. In fact, many metalsmiths worked with tin and lead because the 
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metals had a lower melting point and were far better for filling the cavity of the mold.74 His 
career reached its peak when Jamnitzer became the Kaiserlicher Hofgoldschmeid (imperial 
goldsmith) for four generations of Habsburg rulers.75  Even though he had mastered the art of 
metalsmithing and life casting, Jamnitzer also sought to explain the elements of Earth. In 1568, 
after years of study and practice, he published his book, Perspectiva Corporum Regularium in 
1568. It was based on and inspired by Euclid’s Elements (300 BC) and Plato’s Timaeus (360 
BC). His book described the elements of nature that were theorized to be represented by 3D 
shapes with flat sides and pointed corners, known as polyhedrons. Plato theorized that these 
3D shapes made up the Classical elements of fire, air, water, earth, and quintessence.76 Thus, 
these 3D shapes are referred to as Platonic solids.  Jamnitzer theorized that the elements can 
be described by their 3D shape. Fire is a tetrahedron, air is an octahedron, earth is a hexahedron, 
water is an icosahedron, and quintessence is a dodecahedron. Jamnitzer theorized that these are 
all elements of nature and that all things living and non-living are made up of some combination 
of these solids. Jamnitzer wrote that he knew this because of his experience and practice of 
over forty years, thus having been granted the God given knowledge through labor. Jamnitzer’s 
copious study of nature is visible in his works. One such example is a silver writing box, in 
which all of the silver animals, insects, crustaceans, and even the plants were almost perfectly 
cast from life.     
His Silver writing box (Figure 5) from 1560 was a direct commission from the 
Archduke Ferdinand of Tyrol (1529-1595).77 What is at first remarkable about this work of art 
is how lifelike the cast animals are that decorate the individual boxes of the lid but also the 
foliage and crustaceans that decorate the rectangular sides of the box. As mentioned, silver and 
gold were not easy metals for casting from life because they do not heat as easily and tend to 
not fill the mold completely. Jamnitzer’s work clearly demonstrates his mastery of 
metalworking and thus his mastery of the knowledge of nature and its elements. The display 
of this object is a great determinant of its intended use and meaning. The Silver writing box 
was displayed in the Wunderkammer of Archduke Ferdinand of Tyrol and located in a cabinet 
                                               
74 Ecker, 2015.  
75 Smith 2004, p. 76. These rulers include: Charles V, Ferdinand I, Maximillian II, and Rudolf II.  
76 Plato’s Timaes. Quintessence or aether. is the element that fills the void leftover by all of the other elements.  
77 Bott 1985, p. 227.  
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that was painted green and housed objects made of silver.78 This demonstrates that the 
Archduke’s Wunderkammer was organized based on medium and material rather than subject 
itself. Samuel Quiccheberg, the collections advisor for Albrecht V, described the box as, “a 
beautiful silver box of old writing implements, with several compartments, on top of which are 
assorted crafted insects, with cast garlands along the side”.79 Based on the display of the Silver 
writing box and the insight into collecting provided by Quiccheberg, it can be surmised that 
this container is clearly more than just a box for holding writing implements or decoration.  
The animals, small insects, and foliage cast from life make nature indestructible, something 
that cannot decay or fade away. The perfected series of creatures and foliage on the box show 
that Jamnitzer had to work with different forms of life and nature, which called for an 
understanding of their physiology but also the craft of making them into molds. Their 
imitations in metal on this writing box function to demonstrate the owner’s knowledge of and 
mastery of nature. The display of the box in one’s cabinet of wonder brought the immense 
natural world to one place, a microcosm of the elements of Earth. Even more so, Quiccheberg 
argued that the Wunderkammer served not only as a place of amusement for the aristocracy, or 
even as a political showcase for princely magnificence. But as a practical working research 
center directly at the service of the state’s economy.80  Through Jamnitzer’s mastery of 
metalsmithing, he as an artist brings the smallest animals and insects to the forefront of learning 
and experimentation of the sixteenth century Wunderkammer.  
                                               
78 Meadow 2005, p. 52. 
79 Idem, p. 53. 
80 Idem, p. 46. 
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Figure 5 Wenzel Jamnitzer, Silver writing box, silver, 1560’s. 
Wenzel Jamnitzer’s works, just like Palissy’s, were in high demand for royal 
Wunderkammer collectors.81 His Silver writing box from the 1560’s commissioned by 
Archduke Ferdinand of Tyrol ultimately ended up in the collection of Duke Albrecht V, whose 
cabinet of wonder was located in Munich (Figure 5). This Wunderkammer, like many of the 
others, was not only for displaying the prowess of the owner but also to serve as a culmination 
of knowledge about nature. The objects within Albrecht V’s Wunderkammer were symbols of 
Bavarian identity and its connections to the study of nature, alchemy, and art connoisseurship.82 
More specifically, Jamnitzer’s box represents different forms of knowledge, such as 
craftmanship, about nature and its small animals and insects, the tools of writing and 
scholarship, and even about technological research and development. Viewers of Jamnitzer’s 
silver box who had even a basic knowledge of metalsmithing could appreciate the level of 
mastery it took to produce it and the life castings in such fine detail. Of course, visitors were 
limited to those that had enough prestige to visit. These would have been visiting princes and 
potentates, traveling scholars with special permission to gain entry, but also what Mark 
Meadow refers to as the “invisible visitor”.83 The invisible visitor would have been comprised 
of staff, engineers, craftsmen, and artists that maintained the collection and whose visits were 
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82 Idem, p. 49. 
83 Meadow 2005, p. 54.  
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not recorded. However, they were the primary means for which practical knowledge of the 
collection was disseminated.84 How to cast from life is visible through his practice, unraveling 
the secrets of mastering the life casting of silver and gold into everlasting figures of small 
animals and insects. Just like with Palissy, Jamnitzer’s Silver writing box makes the small 
animals and insects it depicts frozen in time. They take the place of the living animals and 
insects themselves and are a microcosm of nature on display in the Wunderkammer. The box 
does not necessarily perpetuate any new opinions on small animals and insects, but instead 
keeps the subject as its own genre relevant within European Wunderkammern.  
Palissy and Jamnitzer’s works were commissioned and collected by royalty and nobles 
in France and Germany. The Wunderkammern of Germany were not necessarily the same as 
the collections of France. For Palissy specifically, his earthenware works were supposed to 
make up the whole of the collection itself. They were to be combined with nature, outdoors, 
serving as artificial grottoes. These artists focused on the natural elements that the Earth 
provided, which according to them make up all living and non-living things. In 1547 the 
publisher Walther Hermann Ryff (1500-48) described casting as having its “origin in the true 
natural alchemy”. The “true natural alchemy” Ryff referred to is the transformation of 
materials, which involves putrefactio, calcinatio, sublimatio, destillatio, solutio, digestio, 
cohabatio, and fermentatio.85 In practicing ceramics or metalsmithing, the creator must go 
through a series of the above processes in order to transform their materials into works of art. 
Palissy’s and Jamnitzer’s works become one with nature, for the works of art would not be 
possible without the transformation of the elements used for production. The insects and 
animals are what make their art possible, and their works are odes to the nature that provided 
the means for their production. Additionally, owners of Wunderkammern, desired objects that 
could be representative of the animal or insect itself to ease display. The problem with 
displaying the bodies of animals and insects is that they will decay. Therefore, life casts of 
these animals that were direct imitations took the place of their living counterparts and provided 
permanent evidence of the processes of nature.  
                                               
84 Meadow 2005, p. 54. 
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  27 
“Specimen Logic” and cabinet miniatures 
Works on paper and copper depicting small animals and insects were prevalent among 
Wunderkammern in Central Europe over the course of the late sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Not only does this show the movement of small animals and insects from the margins 
to becoming their own pictorial subject, but these works also display new techniques in the 
arrangement of these creatures on paper and copper. The progression of this medium over the 
course of the late sixteenth and seventeenth century is visible through the works by Joris 
Hoefnagel and Jan van Kessel. Joris Hoefnagel died twenty years before Jan van Kessel was 
born, but his work, seeing as it was located where Van Kessel would have had access to it, lay 
the groundwork for Van Kessel’s artistic creativity in depicting small animals and insects on 
copper. It was Hoefnagel’s use of placing the insect or small animal on a white background 
that is visible in the works of Van Kessel as well. Additionally, Van Kessel’s works allude to 
the use of microscopes, which had only become more common amongst artists, philosophers 
of nature, and other intellectuals during his life. The works that are perhaps the most famous 
of these two artists are ones in which insects and small animals are the subject.  
Joris Hoefnagel was born in Antwerp, Flanders in 1542 into a family of traders of 
luxury goods. Hoefnagel learned from a young age how to investigate and observe small 
objects. Hoefnagel was a humanist, trained in many languages, one of the last manuscript 
illuminators, and made a major contribution to the development of topographical drawing and 
cabinet miniatures (small paintings meant to be displayed in Wunderkammern that depicted 
small animals or insects).86 His observational skills are what enabled him later on in life to 
accurately represent the cities he represented in topographical maps, and most importantly, his 
close to life representations of small animals and insects in his printed works. He is most well-
known for his highly detailed topographical maps of many European cities and his treatise on 
the natural world full of close to life illustrations that incorporated parts of the bodies of 
animals. Over the years he traveled producing topographical paintings, he met with and 
developed relationships with philosophers of nature, artists, and noblemen.87 These 
relationships provided him with new connections to patrons, which led to his production of 
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87 These include: Hans Bol (1534-93), Albrecht V (1528-79), Rudolf II (1552-1612), Carolus Clusius (1526-
1609), Abraham Ortelius (1527-98), and Hans Fugger (1531-98).  
 
  28 
cabinet miniatures and paintings of insects and small animals. Cabinet miniatures produced by 
Hoefnagel were sought out by northern and central European collectors that wished to display 
a microcosm of the natural world. Hoefnagel’s miniatures met that demand, and thus elevated 
the status of the insect and small animal as their own genre so that he became the “gatekeeper” 
to the bizarre and wondrous world of nature.88 Hoefnagel took special care by studying the 
dried or preserved bodies of the creatures he painted. He carefully arranged the small insects 
and animals onto their pages in order to bring the audiences’ full attention to nature’s small 
creatures.  
A major example of Hoefnagel’s observation and close to life depiction of insects and 
small animals is found in his Four Elements manuscript from 1575-1604. It is theorized that it 
took Hoefnagel nearly thirty years to fully complete this intricate book for Emperor Rudolf 
II.89 The book is broken into four sections, each named after an element. The sections are as 
follows: Ignis (fire), Terra (earth), Aqua (water), and Aier (air).90 This division sheds light on 
the knowledge of the natural and known world during the sixteenth century. Each category 
refers to a specific set of animals that were believed to have inhabited that element. Of interest 
to this paper is the Ignis section, in which insects that do not crawl are categorized. However, 
insects that slither or crawl on the earth are categorized under the Terra section, along with 
large animals like elephants, wolves, dogs, and even apes. The third element of Aqua accounts 
for animals that dwell in water, such as fish, whales, turtles, crustaceans, shells, and sharks. 
Lastly, the fourth element of Aier, includes air dwelling animals like eagles, ostriches, and 
other birds.  
During Hoefnagel’s lifetime, insects were considered to be mysterious creatures that 
embodied the wondrous and misunderstood power of God to create life. Seeing as many during 
that time period believed that insects and other small animals were born as a result of 
spontaneous generation, the element of fire (ignis), embodies the ideas of life and death, or the 
tangible and the intangible. The ignis section is in fact the first category of the Four Elements, 
a symbolic ordering referring to fire as the beginning of the world. Fire is not a description of 
the habitat of insects, but rather an element that describes their supposed means of existence in 
this world. The opening text of Ignis states, “of all the miracles made by man, a greater miracle 
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89 Ibidem.   
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is man. Of all visible miracles, the greatest is the world. Of those invisible, God. If we see that 
the world exists, we believe God exists”.91  Thus, the Four Elements is not only a zoological 
book for studying, but a representation of the wonders of Earth itself, an overview of the world 
that God created. The manuscript was commissioned by Emperor Rudolf II, who received it in 
1604 at his court in Prague and paid 1000 gold crowns per element section.92 One interesting 
page from the book is Plate LIV (Figure 6), which shows three dragonflies encircled by a gold 
ring on a white background. For this image, Hoefnagel drew finite details of the bodies of the 
dragonflies but pasted actual wings from dragonflies onto the page. Clear evidence of this is 
the visible deterioration of the wings on the two dragonflies at the bottom of the gold oval. The 
wings help create the trompe l’oeil effect along with Hoefnagel’s artistic addition of shadows 
underneath the bodies of the dragonflies. These dragonflies are so close to life that it is difficult 
to distinguish them from their living counterparts and they are not depicted in what their natural 
setting would be. Instead, Hoefnagel has placed them to create a feeling of symmetry and 
balance which allows the dragonflies to be the main pictorial subject. However, through his 
detailed depiction of them, they give the impression of being alive. The viewer can imagine 
the dragonflies lifting up into the air with their wings and taking off. This is the result of 
Hoefnagel’s shadow placement, finite detailing, and the pasting of the wings. What the 
audience views is life not in motion, or still life.   
                                               
91 Smith 2004, p. 117.  
92 Hendrix 1984, p. 100.  
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Figure 6 Joris Hoefnagel, Plate LIV from Four Elements, 1575. 
Hoefnagel’s works represent a turning point in insects and small animals becoming 
their own subjects outright in painting. As Jamnitzer and Palissy innovated the way to depict 
these animals as close to life as possible, Hoefnagel represents the creativity that can come 
from the drawn and painted rendering of the insect as subject due to his method of depicting 
the subject on a white background, seemingly removing the small animal or insect from its 
natural setting. On the other hand, Hoefnagel did not create this work purely out of his own 
volition. It can be theorized that because it was commissioned by Rudolf II himself the subject 
of animals and small insects were popular to have in one’s Wunderkammer. In fact, the art 
historian Marjorie Lee Hendrix theorizes that he drew inspiration from books by Hans Bol and 
Hans Verhagen den Stommen which were listed in the inventory of Rudolf II’s 
Wunderkammer. 93 Bols and den Stommen produced drawings of animals that Hoefnagel 
would very likely have been acquainted with.94  As a matter of fact, Hans Bol trained Hoefnagel 
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in drawing and painting for manuscript illumination. As a result, one can surmise that 
Hoefnagel’s drawing and painting abilities were a matter of practice from observation and 
instruction. What Hoefnagel produced can be called “specimen logic”, a term coined by the art 
historian Janice Neri.95 The specimen, or insect in this case, the dragonfly, is taken out of its 
natural habitat and instead depicted on a white background which makes it the sole subject and 
focus on the work of art. The specimen is the subject but also becomes the object itself. 
Hoefnagel employed this strategy for his works, enabling the painting to become more than 
just a scene, so that it became its own collectable object.96 These paintings and drawings took 
the place of the insect or small animal, just like the life casts by Palissy and Jamnitzer.  While 
the methods Hoefnagel employed were not necessarily innovative, they did enable him to 
become the master of making insects and small animals their own pictorial subjects and objects 
in their own right. 
Overall, Joris Hoefnagel’s Four Elements is a direct interpretation and representation 
of the natural world of the sixteenth century, but also a book archiving the world itself. 
Hoefnagel’s Plate LIV, takes dragonflies out of their natural environment and presents them to 
the viewer, just as they are. The “specimen logic” employed by Hoefnagel makes it possible 
for visitors to study the bodies of the dragonflies. It is no coincidence that he illustrated them 
this way. Their bodies along with their actual wings pasted onto the paper offer a glimpse into 
the dragonfly. The symbolism put in place regarding the Ignis section of the book is how it 
promotes the preexisting notion of the generation of insects in nature. Again, just like with 
Jamnitzer and Palissy, the depiction of insects here definitely kept their subject relevant as an 
art object, but also enhanced the belief in spontaneous generation. In fact, Hoefnagel was 
mentioned in the works by Jacques de Gheyn II (1565-1629) an artist, Jacob Cats (1577-1660) 
a poet, and Jan Swammerdam (1637-1680) a philosopher of nature. Even though Hoefnagel’s 
Four Elements was not spread widely, his other work titled Archetypa was published, printed, 
and disseminated throughout Europe. Johaness Swammerdam, a friend of Otto Marseus van 
Schrieck and naturalist, admired Hoefnagel’s works for their accuracy in depicting insects.97 
Jacob Cats’ sources for his book, Sinne- en minnebeelden (1618), were the Bible, Camamerius, 
and Hoefnagel.98 This reveals how widely accepted the study of insects and small animals had 
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become. It was not uncommon for naturalists to study insects and small animals, especially 
with the introduction of the microscope to Europe.  
One other successful artist who was inspired by Hoefnagel was Jan van Kessel the 
Elder. He was born into a time in which insects and small animals had already become their 
own independent pictorial subject. The grandson to Jan Brueghel the elder, he was part of a 
Flemish painting dynasty, producing works on the study of insects, floral still lives, animal 
scenes, and landscapes. The paintings he made were often oil on copper and were typically 
executed on a small scale. Just like Hoefnagel, he was from Antwerp and profited off of 
creating cabinet miniatures for princely collectors. However, van Kessel’s works came towards 
the beginning of the shift of scientific understanding on the lives of small animals and insects. 
He started his career by painting flower still lives and some years later began experimenting 
with painting insects. According to the Flemish biographer Jacob Campo Weyerman (1677-
1747), Van Kessel “generally worked from life, and when the Season prevented him from 
doing so, he used models that he had himself drawn from life”.99 This implies that van Kessel 
painted his works from the observation of live animals and insects when he could. This shows 
that he also engaged with nature and studied it from life. Van Kessel’s relationship with insects 
and small animals was such that he represented himself as the insects by manipulating the 
shapes of their bodies to form his signature, as visible in Spiders with snakes and caterpillars 
forming the name of the artist (Figure 7). As first theorized by Nadia Baadj in 2016 in her book, 
Jan van Kessel I (1629-79), Van Kessel’s signature is a sort of self-portrait, that while it does 
not show what the artist looks like, it does allude to his abilities and interests.  
 
                                               
99 ‘Doorgaans gebruykte hy het leeven, en als het Saisoen hem dat weygerde, dan Bediende hy zich van die 
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Figure 7 Jan van Kessel I, Spiders with snakes and caterpillars forming the name of the artist, 1657. 
This is just one of four oil paintings in which Jan van Kessel’s signature is made up of 
twisting insects and snakes. Shown in Insects and reptiles (Figure 8), Europe (Figure 9), and 
Still-life of Shells and Flowers in a Marble Niche (Figure 10), Jan van Kessel’s signature is 
made up of the twisted bodies of caterpillars and snakes and has other insects crawling in the 
area surrounding the signature. Each signature does not appear on its own, rather the signatures 
are incorporated into bigger works of art. Van Kessel’s insects harken back to Hoefnagel’s 
depictions of insects. However, van Kessel’s paintings of insects and small animals were used 
in more creative ways. For example, Van Kessel’s signatures play with the space of the 
composition. Hoefnagel’s Plate LIV, displays dragonflies symmetrically, giving the 
composition balance (Figure 6). Van Kessel takes this further by composing his insects in more 
random manner which gives the appearance of them moving around the scene. In the top right 
corner of his signatures in Insects and reptiles (Figure 8), Europe (Figure 9), and Still-life of 
Shells and Flowers in a Marble Niche (Figure 10), the larvae and caterpillars appear to be 
moving out and away from mud, towards the composition of caterpillars and snakes that form 
Jan van Kessel I’s signature. 
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Figure 8 Jan van Kessel I, Insects and Reptiles, 1658.  
 
 
Figure 9 Jan van Kessel I and Erasmus Quellinus II, Europe, 1664.  
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Figure 10 Jan van Kessel I, Still-life of Shells and Flowers in a Marble Niche, 1670. 
The composition is dynamic, not static. The creative freedom that Van Kessel expressed 
is perhaps a result of the subject becoming acceptable as its own art genre. Thus, as seen in 
Insects and reptiles (Figure 8), van Kessel’s paintings were meant to be displayed together, 
intended to be used as fronts to drawers in cabinets of curiosity as descriptors of the drawers’ 
contents. In Europe (Figure 9) from the series The Four Parts of the World, Van Kessel’s 
signature is its own depicted painting within a greater scene. It leans against another painting 
within a painting, one of butterflies. In the background are two more still life paintings, one 
depicting more butterflies and one of flowers in a vase. The signature in this painting not only 
serves to identify van Kessel as one of the painters of the scene, but also alludes to his mastery 
as a painter of insects and plants. He has taken some artistic license in the depictions of the 
heads of the caterpillars and how cartoonish they appear. However, some entomologists have 
identified several of the species in these paintings. Thus, Jan van Kessel’s insects are true 
enough to life for experts to recognize their species.100  
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Even so, he twisted the bodies of the creatures to spell out his name, giving him the 
connotation as the true master of the painting of insects and small animals for still lives. 
However, the curves of the letters of “s” and “j” in his signature are quite short rather than 
elongated.   For example, the letter “j” in his signatures is formed by the yellow and black 
speckled caterpillar (Figure 7). The hook of the “j” does not extend outward very far. This was 
clearly an intentional choice by the painter. It could perhaps allude to his respect of the insects 
and small animals and their natural form. Perhaps he was not inclined to exaggerate their 
features because it would have distorted the close to life depiction of the creatures. This reveals 
more about the personality of the painter. It demonstrates his awareness of the species and his 
respect for and attention to their individual bodies. This innovative signature made up of the 
bodies of caterpillars and garden snakes leaves its viewers with the impression that the artist 
was a true master of painting. It invokes curiosity towards the bodies of these insects and 
snakes. During the seventeenth century, curiosity took on positive connotations because 
studying the natural world became a revered practice.  
By the end of the seventeenth century, curiosity became a characteristic held by 
gentlemen that was associated with princely collectors and connoisseurs who visited 
Wunderkammern, galleries, and commissioned works of art. Before this shift, curiosity had 
been seen as a vice and not worthy of pursuing.101 Thus, van Kessel’s interesting and charming 
paintings of insects invoke the curiosity of the seventeenth century, for it was only during this 
time period that philosophers of nature began to study the anatomy of insects and small 
animals. Van Kessel’s ability to reach his audience can also be seen from the perspective of 
the widespread use of the microscope during the late seventeenth century. He was able to study 
these insects up close and in detail and transferred that knowledge to his paintings. By making 
his signature an up-close shot of the insects enables viewers to simulate the use of a microscope 
on insects. Individual hairs and other miniscule details were made visible by the microscope, 
and Van Kessel included these in his paintings.102 Beholders could see what he could see. Van 
Kessel’s signature is not supposed to represent the natural world, but rather is meant to provoke 
curiosity through humor, technical virtuosity, and self-representation.103 Insects and small 
animals became the vehicle by which Van Kessel could advertise and display his closeness 
with nature, his ability to use microscopes, his mastery of painting in detail the smallest of 
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subjects, and his humor and wit evoked through creatively designing his signature. Van 
Kessel’s signature is a self-portrait, eluding to the painter and philosopher of nature he was.  
To understand the impact that Van Kessel’s works had on collectors and philosophers 
of nature, one should first look at A Cabinet of Pictures, an oil painting by Jacob de Formentrou 
and others from 1659 (Figure 11).  
 
Figure 11 Jacob de Formentrou and others, A Cabinet of Pictures, 1659. 
In the scene shown there is a still life painting, based on one by Van Kessel, situated above the 
doorframe.104 It is the only depicted painting in this scene that has insects and small animals as 
its central subject. There is a striking difference between it and the other paintings that include 
landscapes, mythological scenes, Northern European allegorical still lives, portraits, and 
biblical scenes. Van Kessel’s still lives depicting insects, small animals, and plants were 
typically around 15 x 20 cm in size. However, in Figure 11 Cabinet of Pictures (Figure 11), 
according to perspective, this still life would probably be double that size. The fact that this 
still life was incorporated into this painting of a painting dealer’s shop demonstrates the reach 
that Van Kessel’s works had in the European art world during the seventeenth century. It is 
                                               
104 The Royal Collection Trust argues that the paintings shown are so close to their originals that the artists 
themselves painted these miniature versions. https://www.royalcollection.org.uk/collection/404084/a-cabinet-of-
pictures 
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speculated that this painting is in fact a sort of “advertisement” for the artists and their works 
that are depicted. The density of paintings on the walls are typically only found in art dealers 
galleries of the seventeenth century. Therefore, this painting is more of an amalgamation of 
works of art for sale. Van Kessel’s works, especially his cabinet miniatures that included his 
creative signatures, were popular among the elite and represented the natural world itself. His 
prestige and artistic abilities afforded him to creatively sign his works, which made them even 
more unique and special to collectors. As one can see in A Cabinet of Pictures (Figure 11) his 
works were just as important as other biblical, mythological, landscape, and portrait paintings 
of the same period.  
Van Kessel’s signatures were a part of the elevation of the genre of insect still life 
painting into major collectors’ Wunderkammern. He was certainly written about by his 
contemporaries, as evident in Cornelis de Bie’s Het gulden cabinet, from 1662. However, there 
is no clear evidence that Van Kessel’s works were used or studied by philosophers of nature 
during his time.105 However, it is theorized that he may have been in contact with or knew of 
Otto Marseus van Schrieck and his works.106 This argument is solidified by Van Kessel’s use 
of a snake in Mecca, from Asia in The Four Parts of the World (Figure 12). 
 
Figure 12 Jan van Kessel I, Mecca, 1660. 
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The fighting snake and lizard in Mecca are direct citations of a similar scene from several 
paintings by Otto Marseus van Schrieck. The snake is even the same species (the Coluber 
viridiflavus) that Van Schrieck used in many of his oil paintings.107 It is possible that it is just 
a coincidence but the similarities between Van Kessel’s and Van Schrieck’s snakes are 
undeniable. This demonstrates that Van Kessel at the least studied nature to create his works, 
enough so that snakes, creatures considered to be sneaky and devious, are often the main 
subject of his works. 
The theatre of nature in sottobosco oil paintings 
The mid-seventeenth century saw the arrival of the sottobosco genre of oil painting. 
Originating in Italy, it is known to have been introduced by a Dutch painter known by his peers 
as de snuffelaer (the sniffer).  The nickname belonged to the artist Otto Marseus van Schrieck, 
who was born around 1620 in Nijmegen, Netherlands.108 Van Schrieck’s sottobosco works 
were based on his own direct observation of nature that surrounded his home just outside of 
Amsterdam. He commonly included snakes, lizards, toads, frogs, insects, chameleons, 
tortoises, weasels, polecats, moles, squirrels, mice, and some birds native and non-native to 
Europe, such as American Red-breasted Cardinals, parrots, kingfishers, and goldfinches.109 His 
depictions of these animals are so detailed that he must have studied the animals in person and 
under direct observation. Not much is known of his early life previous to his trip to Italy in 
1648. Key to understanding the motive for his paintings and developing the genre that is now 
known as the sottobosco is Van Schrieck’s time in Italy. Northern European artists were drawn 
to Italy and more specifically Rome and Florence for favorable painting weather, but to view 
the art of other countries and also that of other Northern and foreign artists.110 Most of all, it 
was in order to study nature and encounter new cultures, languages, and customs.111 In addition, 
traveling to these countries allowed for artists to connect with potential patrons and learn from 
fellow artists. After Karel van Mander (1548-1606) published his Schilder-boeck in 1604, 
traveling to Italy became a rite of passage for Dutch artists. This influential book detailed the 
lives and works of over 250 European artists, and portrayed Italy as the motherland for the 
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cultivation of artistic practice. This is why it comes as no surprise that Otto Marseus van 
Schrieck traveled to Italy, where he gained his famous nickname, according to Arnold 
Houbraken (1660-1719). In his The Great Theatre of Dutch Painters from 1718, Houbraken 
writes, “in the Bent they named him ‘the sniffer’, he was always sniffing about everywhere for 
strange coloured and speckled snakes, lizards, caterpillars, spiders, butterflies, and strange 
plants and herbs”.112 While in Rome, Van Schrieck belonged to a famous Dutch group of artists 
called the Bentvueghels which translates to “Birds of a feather” which was active in Rome from 
1620 to 1720. The other members of the group painted mythological scenes, floral still lives, 
genre paintings, and portraits.113 However, Van Schrieck was the only known Dutch artist to 
have been painting his sottobosco scenes and was thus the specialist in depicting them while 
in Italy and then later in Amsterdam. He spent around ten years in Italy, and while there made 
a name for himself. His self-created forest floor still life scenes came to the height of production 
once he returned to Netherlands. Van Schrieck lived just outside the walls of Amsterdam on a 
marshland known as the ‘land of snakes’, where he kept a menagerie of reptiles, snakes, insects, 
and vermin as a source for study and painting.114 His close quarters with small animals and 
insects enabled him to observe them in a more natural habitat which allowed for a deeper 
understanding of their way of life. Even though he would have been acquainted with their life 
cycles and food habits, his paintings are not necessarily true to life when it comes to the 
arrangement of the animals. In Forest Floor with Thistle and Snake (Figure 13) the foreground 
displays a four-striped snake turning its neck to face a diurnal butterfly in anticipation of attack.  
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Figure 13 Otto Marseus van Schrieck, Forest Floor with Thistle and Snake, 1665. 
The dark lighting adds to the drama of the moment, allowing the standoff between the snake 
and butterfly to be the focus. The snake slithers out from beneath a dark green thistle plant, 
while other moths and butterflies flutter above, seemingly unaware of the danger below. To an 
audience that does not know about the standard diet of a snake, this painting may seem realistic. 
However, snakes do not hunt butterflies, and this was perhaps a fact known by Van Schrieck, 
since he cared for and studied snakes, lizards, and insects in his garden. Therefore, his choice 
to depict a snake attacking a butterfly implies that the scene holds symbolic meaning. The 
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menacing snake represents the dark, sneaky soul, and the butterfly, ignorant to its impending 
doom, represents the innocent human soul and its transience.115 This symbolism harkens back 
hundreds of years to the belief that serpents, like in the Garden of Eden, are sneaky and evil. 
This is further exemplified by the green, hilly, and hazy landscape in the background of the 
forest floor scene that symbolizes the discovery of the secrets of nature.116 This painting leaves 
the viewer with a sense of horror at the impending doom of the butterfly, and one can almost 
imagine the snake lunging out of the painting towards the viewer itself. Snakes were Van 
Schrieck’s specialty, a motif that he brought forth into many of his masterpieces. De snuffelaer 
was so specialized in the study of snakes that he manipulated their bodies in his paintings to 
give them greater horror by making them appear as though they could jump out of the painting 
at the audience.117 The sense of action that Van Schrieck produces allows the viewer to feel as 
though the scene is playing out right in front of them. Van Schrieck’s decision to place the 
viewer at the level of the forest floor itself makes it a glimpse at the danger that lurks at the 
undergrowth of forest floors. While the arrangement of the snake is not realistic, the butterflies 
in it are as close as they can be to life. Look closely enough, and one might be able to glimpse 
the remains of iridescent scales from the butterfly wings that Van Schrieck stuck onto this 
painting. In this microscope photograph (Figure 14) of the peacock butterfly on the bottom 
right of Forest Floor with Thistle and Snake (Figure 13) one can see the soft glow from the 
somewhat deteriorated scales of a peacock butterfly.118  
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Figure 14 Otto Marseus van Schrieck, Microscope photograph of Figure 13 
This microscope image of the peacock butterfly provides concrete evidence of Van Schrieck’s 
incorporation of the wings of butterflies into his works. This is not the only painting that he 
incorporated the wings of butterflies into, in fact, several of his followers did the same.119 Van 
Schrieck picked up his quintessential style while he was in Italy and brought back the tradition 
of landscape painting with him to Amsterdam, but with his own sottobosco twist. Paintings 
such as this one were so unique that Van Schrieck was the first stop on Cosimo III De’Medici’s 
visit to Amsterdam.120 While Van Schrieck was in Italy he became acquainted with the Medici. 
At the Medici court, the snake or viper was studied heavily to understand how to counteract its 
venom. Francesco Redi (1626-1697), arguably one of the major natural philosophers of the 
seventeenth century, made it his life’s work to study snakes.121 Interestingly, Van Schrieck 
only began painting snakes into his sottobosco scenes upon his return to Amsterdam from 
Medici Florence. His inclusion of them in his paintings insinuates a move to keep the subject 
matter relevant to the Medici court and their obsession with the venom of snakes and vipers.122 
It was perhaps a strategic move to include them, in order to garner more attention from the 
Medici and keep them as patrons.  
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Nevertheless, this shows that the display of small animals and insects into works of art had 
become their own genre in their own right. Collectors from as far as Italy sought oil paintings 
depicting them. Otto Marseus van Schrieck’s sottobosco paintings were a culmination of the 
growing importance of the artistic incorporation of small animals and insects into the world of 
art. Joris Hoefnagel’s cabinet miniatures opened the door to animal still lives, and Van 
Schrieck’s works of art were what lay past that door.  
He is famously known for his peculiarly close relationship with snakes, small animals, 
and insects. His wife is quoted as saying that he could pose a living snake and it would stay in 
that pose for him. De snuffelaer’s works were reflections on the times in which he lived. 
Needless to say, his work as a painter intermingled with the study of nature. While he was 
admired for his close to life paintings, it was really his ability to study nature that inspired 
philosophers of nature of the seventeenth century. He was well known throughout Northern 
Holland for being a collector of species, who tirelessly kept them alive in his house outside of 
Amsterdam. This created an air of prestige, which garnered him more attention and highly 
favorable prices for his paintings. Philosophers of nature were also impressed by his 
observations of nature.  One such early naturalist was Jan Swammerdam, who wrote about 
Marseus and his works in his Historia Insectorum from 1669. Swammerdam and Van Schrieck 
must have met sometime after 1665 after van Schrieck returned from Italy. They became 
friends and soon formed a network of philosophers of nature and intellectuals.123  They both 
had access to and used one of the first microscopes of that century, the Hudde microscope.124 
Both would meet often and discuss their findings on small animals and insects. Swammerdam 
praised Marseus for his ability to depict flowers, insects, and small animals and his 
observations of those creatures.125 Swammerdam’s highly praising words established Marseus 
as a sort of authority on nature, and some could argue as a philosopher of nature.  
In fact, Marseus wrote about his plans to put together his own treatise on nature, but he 
unfortunately died before he could do so.126  Van Schrieck’s friend Swammerdam was a major 
player in the study of the natural world during the seventeenth century. He believed that the 
                                               
123 Seelig 2017, p. 215. These included Hudde, Benedictus Spinoza (1632-1677), Nicolaus Steno (1638-1686), 
Nicolaas Witsen (1641-1717), Mattheus Sladus (1628-1689), and Burchardus de Volder (1641-1709).  
124 Idem, p. 215.  
125 Swammerdam, The Book of Nature, translated from Dutch and Latin by Thomas Floyd (London, 1758), 
Book II, 69. 
126 Hildebrecht 2004, p. 201. 
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generation or creation of all of Earth’s creatures, including insects, were under the same laws 
of nature. Even though his passions lay with nature, Swammerdam had to make a living by 
practicing as a doctor. His education on anatomy and dissection from Leiden University 
enabled him to have the skills to dissect insects and small animals under a microscope. Looking 
in detail, he discovered that the king bee was actually a queen bee, after finding eggs inside the 
bee’s body. The same year that Van Schrieck was visited by Cosimo III De’Medici, 
Swammerdam also met with him where Cosimo revealed that he had discovered that 
caterpillars contain the limbs and wings of butterflies inside their bodies. Swammerdam had 
been given evidence to disprove the theory of spontaneous generation. The same year, 
Swammerdam published Historia generalis insectorum, in which he attacked the notion of 
spontaneous generation. He argued that all insects grew from eggs and but that their limbs 
developed slowly. This argument made it clear that insects are no different from other animals, 
and therefore are not the lowest form of life.127 Swammerdam acquired this evidence not only 
from Cosimo III De’Medici, but also from tips given by Van Schrieck. Because of Van 
Schrieck’s close observation of insects, he noted that flies only appear where a parasitic wasp 
had laid its eggs.128 His close observation was used in his paintings, where he depicts growth 
and decay in fungi and even the mating of dragonflies.129 Furthermore, Swammerdam wrote 
about Van Schrieck’s method on how “one could ornament a painting with the wings of a 
butterfly” in his Historia generalis insectorum from 1669.130 Otto Marseus van Shrieck clearly 
not only inspired his contemporaries artistically, but his works were the artistic representation 
of their studies in nature. His method of pasting the wings of butterflies into his paintings 
greater established the connection between nature and art. His works represented the 
knowledge he had acquired, and thus owning one of his paintings and being able to discuss the 
many facets of its small animals and insects within its setting gave the owner an air of scientific 
prestige. Van Schrieck’s paintings, especially the ones with butterflies and vipers, paid homage 
to the works of his contemporaries and helped get his work into the hands of prestigious 
collectors.   
  
                                               
127 Hildebrecht 2004, p. 284. 
128 Seelig 2017, p. 16.  
129 Seelig 2017, p. 93.  
130 Swammerdam 1669, Historia generalis insectorum, p. 129.  
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Conclusion  
Insects and small animals became of greater interest to philosophers of nature, artists, 
and the owners of Wunderkammern over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Previous to this increased interest, insects and small animals were commonly used as 
decorative symbolic elements on manuscripts and sculptures. The invention of the printing 
press and the opening of the New World facilitated the dissemination of knowledge from exotic 
lands. On top of that, wealthy merchants and princely collectors had access to plants, animals, 
and other goods brought to Europe from the rest of the world. Because the highest classes of 
Europe had access to these, the act of studying these new objects of interest was of great 
importance in order to establish mastery over the knowledge of the objects. Philosophers of 
nature set out to work on unraveling the secrets of animals, insects, and plants. No longer were 
insects and small animals viewed as the lowest forms of life, rather, they became popular 
subject of study and of art.  
During the sixteenth century, the microscope had not yet been invented and therefore 
artists were dependent on their own experimentation and personal relationships with nature in 
order to master their mediums. Life-casters such as Wenzel Jamnitzer and Bernard Palissy used 
the bodies of these insects to produce nearly direct imitations of the creatures themselves in 
metal and clay. The life-casting technique, one that was rarely mastered to the degree that 
Jamnitzer and Palissy achieved, made life as transient as insects frozen in time. Palissy’s 
patronage with Catherine de Medici and Anne de Montmorency in Paris enabled him to spread 
his views on the natural world and the nature of generation through his Discours Admirables. 
Wenzel Jamnitzer was able to pursue his interest in the elements and their corresponding 
Platonic solids and published his theories in Perspectiva Corporum Regularium. Palissy and 
Jamnitzer’s writings and teachings were supported by their demonstrations of their works. 
Palissy famously used his collection of fossils and life cast basins to prove his theories. 
Jamnitzer combined metal with insects to make them allude to his mastery but also the prestige 
of the collector. 
 Around the same time that Palissy and Jamnitzer produced their works, Joris Hoefnagel 
perfected his depictions of insects and small animals in watercolor and gouache. His act of 
separating the creature from its natural habitat and placing it on a white background gave 
greater focus to the body of the creature. Furthermore, his pasting of the wings of dragonflies 
into Plate LIV (Figure 6) brought the luminous wings of the creature to life, pushing the 
spectator to believe the dragonfly could fly off of the page. In this setting, insects and small 
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animals were their own pictorial subject. His work helped make still lives their own genre in 
Northern Europe. Jan van Kessel I was inspired by Hoefnagel’s works depicting insects and 
small animals. Van Kessel took the same concept of removing the creatures from their natural 
habitat and placing them on a white background but took it one step further. He manipulated 
the insects and snakes to form the letters of his name into a colorful and lively signature, visible 
in four of his works. This signature acted as a sort of calling card, one which evoked Van 
Kessel’s creativity, wit, and knowledge of the natural world. His works came at a time when 
insects and small animals being their own subject in works of art was more commonplace. 
While there is no clear evidence that his works inspired or provided information for 
philosophers of nature, it can be surmised that since his works were on display in 
Wunderkammern, fellow artists and philosophers of nature would have viewed his paintings.  
Lastly, the development of insects and small animals towards becoming their own 
pictorial subject is evident in Otto Marseus van Schrieck’s sottobosco oil paintings. These often 
show snakes, lizards, moths, caterpillars, toads, butterflies, and dragonflies in a natural looking 
setting with a dark, hilly landscape in the background. The dark nature of this genre alludes to 
the mystery surrounding the lives of these small creatures. They were not seen as important 
life forms, and thus represented life from the darkest reaches of Earth. Believed to have been 
born from spontaneous generation, early philosophers of nature who did not have access to the 
microscope theorized that insects and small animals emerged from rotting material, such as 
meat. However, upon the introduction of the microscope in the mid seventeenth century, 
philosophers of nature and artists began taking note of the lives of these small creatures. This 
development is visible in the works of Otto Marseus van Schrieck and Jan van Kessel I. Van 
Schrieck’s works illustrate a deeper understanding of the bodies of insects and small animals, 
but he also helped bring this development to the forefront of the study of nature. His 
relationship with Jan Swammerdam was one in which they shared knowledge about nature. 
Van Shrieck told Swammerdam to look more closely at the lives of flies, which led to 
Swammerdam helping contribute to the eventual disproval of the theory of spontaneous 
generation. The use of a microscope is evident in the works of Jan van Kessel I, whose close-
up depictions of small animals and insects are detailed enough to show individual hairs on 
some of his subjects.  
The collector as patron became increasingly important in the dissemination of 
knowledge through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By establishing Wunderkammern 
as sites of knowledge and wonder and essentially archives of their region, visitors that had 
access to the cabinets were able to view the most recent discoveries collected from the opening 
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of the New World. Naturalia and artificialia became commonplace among these wondrous 
collections. As Samuel Quiccheberg noted in his treatise on museums, Wunderkammern were 
not only for establishing the prestige of the collector, but also for displaying the wealth, 
knowledge, and supremacy of the collection. Palissy, Jamnitzer, Hoefnagel, Van Kessel, and 
Van Schrieck were all artists and artisans that were experts on the practice of transforming 
nature into an everlasting version of itself, either through metal, clay, watercolor, or oil paint. 
These artists held the power to unveil the productive powers of nature, exposing itself within 
the Wunderkammern of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Nature, and the objects created 
by these artists that represented it, became a source for which individuals seeking greater 
knowledge could make claims to their authority and intellect by knowing and understanding 
the animals depicted and attached to the objects. By ultimately incorporating the bodies and 
body parts of insects and small animals into their works, artists of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
century bridged the gap between nature and art, making art the nature object itself. Further art 
historical and scientific research into the incorporation of the bodies and body parts of insects 
and small animals into art of the early modern period may unveil how and why the artists of 
this thesis used this method.  Perhaps the artists did so to bring the object closer to life, to make 
it be as close as an imitation or reproduction could be. What is evident is that the merging of 
nature and art work coincided with the merging of artist and scholar of nature. Palissy, 
Jamnitzer, Hoefnagel, and Van Schrieck all explored and reflected upon the study of nature 
and their artistic practice. Their theories were developed enough for a number of them to be 
published or prepared to be published. The connections between artist and scholar of nature 
merged under the works of Palissy, Jamnitzer, Hoefnagel, Van Kessel, and Van Schrieck. Their 
art works represent the culmination of the study of insects and small animals of early modern 
Europe.  
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